






























the	 participants	 in	 the	 workshop	 on	 “Performances	 of	 Value”	 at	 the	 University	 of	 Bologna,	








Abstract:	Ratings	 and	 rankings	 are	 criticized	 for	 being	 simplistic,	 obscurantist,	
inaccurate,	 and	 subjective,	 yet	 they	 are	 becoming	 an	 increasingly	 influential	
social	form.	We	elaborate	the	criticisms	of	ratings	and	rankings	in	various	fields	
but	go	on	to	argue	that	analysis	should	shift	its	target.	The	problem	that	ratings	
deal	with	 is	 not	 observation	 of	 an	 independent	world.	 Instead,	 the	 challenge	
they	 face	 is	 the	 circularity	 of	 second-order	 observation	 in	which	 observations	
must	 take	 into	 account	 the	 observations	 of	 others.	 To	 this	 purpose	 they	
function	well	enough	not	because	they	mirror	how	things	are	but	because	they	
offer	a	highly	visible	reference	point	to	which	others	are	attentive	and	thereby	
provide	 an	 orientation	 to	 navigate	 uncertainty.	 The	 concluding	 section	places	
the	 problem	 of	 ratings	 and	 rankings	 in	 a	 broader	 historical	 perspective	

















































































3	Note	 on	 terminology:	 To	 avoid	 unnecessary	 repetition	 of	 "ratings	 and	 rankings,"	 except	 for	























cultural,	and	social	contexts	(Cooley	and	Snyder	2015;	Jeacle	and	Carter	2011:	297;																																									 																																								 																																								 																																								 																							
terms	 interchangeably	 in	 this	 paper.	 Our	 object	 of	 study	 is	 the	 general	 social	 form	 of	 the	
evaluative	list.		
4	Espeland	 and	 Sauder	 (2016:	 ch.2)	 also	 identify	 four	mechanisms	 at	 the	 base	 of	 the	 power	 of	
rankings:	 commensuration,	 self-fulfilling	 prophecies,	 narrative,	 and	 reverse	 engineering.	While	
their	 analysis	 partly	 coincides	 with	 ours	 in	 underlining	 the	 performative	 effects	 of	 evaluation	
(discussed	below),	Espeland	and	Sauder	refer	their	four	mechanisms	to	the	"reactivity"	activated	
by	 rankings.	 For	us	 instead,	as	we	will	 argue,	 reactivity	 itself	 is	a	 consequence	of	 second-order	
observation.	What	interests	us	here	is	to	highlight	the	characteristics	of	rankings	that	make	such	




























case	 of	 the	 rating	 of	 prisons	 in	 England	 (Mennicken	 2016),	 but	 they	 refer	 to	 ratings	 used	 for	
administrative	purposes	rather	then	for	public	orientation.		
6	In	 a	 fascinating	 study,	 Kreiner	 (2010)	 examines	 these	 problems	 in	 the	 case	 of	 architectural	
competitions.	 The	 conceptual	difficulties	 spring	 from	 the	 fact	 that	different	projects	 cannot	be	
compared	 because	 they	 do	 not	 offer	 answers	 to	 the	 same	 question.	 The	 various	 teams	 of	
designers	 in	the	competition	each	interpret	the	task	 in	their	own	way.	 Indeed,	they	must	do	so	
because	this	is	part	of	the	creativity	of	their	performance.	The	results	are	then	different	answers	






























































































































































10	Rating	 agencies	 themselves	 emphatically	 repeat	 that	 they	 offer	 are	 no	 statements	 of	 fact	
(Langohr	 and	 Langohr	 2008:	 17,	 474)	 –	 but	 also	 claim	 rather	 contradictorily	 that	 they	 offer	




























































































































































































































15	Under	the	 label	of	performativity,	such	circular	effects	are	the	object	of	 intensive	research	 in	
economics:	 cf.	 MacKenzie	 2006;	 at	 al.	 2007;	 Esposito	 2013.	 The	 much	 discussed	 reactivity	 of	
ratings	 is	 itself	 a	 case	 of	 performativity,	 which	 is	 linked	 to	 the	 basic	 condition	 that	 observers	
belong	 to	 the	 world	 they	 observe.	 Financial	 models	 are	 performative	 because	 they	 do	 not	
observe	 the	world	 from	 outside.	 As	 Austin	 first	 highlighted	 in	 “How	 to	 do	 things	with	words”	






























high	 complexity	 it	 is	 difficult	 to	 understand	 how	 to	 deal	 with	 the	 heterogeneity	 of	 individual	
cases,	and	the	items	at	the	top	become	the	reference	for	setting	the	criteria	of	 judgment	-	and	
































































































17	This	new	field	”is	neither	 true	nor	 false;	 rather,	what	we	call	 ‘truth’	 is	established	within	this	
new	field”(Kornberger	and	Carter	2010:	338).	
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public,	one	goes	back	to	the	"verdict	of	experience"	(Francois	et	al.	2014:	232),	that	is,	to	
first-order	observation.	Observation	returns	to	refer	directly	to	objects.		
	 But	first-order	observation	is	not	enough.	We	live	in	a	world	of	situated	and	
provisional	orders,	that	hold	and	are	not	arbitrary	precisely	because	of	their	contingency.	
This	contingency	also	affects	the	structuring	of	individual	identity.	In	society	and	in	a	
world	that	do	not	have	an	indisputable	and	permanent	order,	also	knowing	who	one	is	
and	how	and	where	one	stands	is	today	perplexing.	Ratings	and	rankings	are	tools	to	get	
an	orientation	in	such	a	world	–	at	a	general	and	at	a	personal	level.	Whereas	the	ratings	
of	Standard	and	Poors	or	the	college	rankings	of	U.S.	News	and	World	Report	are	used	to	
observe	the	world	that	others	observe,	the	numerous	Top	10	or	Top	100	lists	in	cultural	
fields	are	used	for	another	need.	Here	the	observation	of	others	provides	a	reference	
point	to	observe	oneself.		
	 Consider	the	choice	of	a	novel.	Even	when	we	look	for	a	book	for	ourselves,	as	an	
experience	or	as	entertainment,	we	cannot	do	so	without	referring	to	others.	But	we	are	
not	interested	in	just	any	others.	Of	interest	is	a	specific	portion	of	the	public,	namely,	
we	want	to	know	what	appeals	to	people	like	ourselves	–	using	whatever	criteria	we	
recognize	and	refer	to	when	building	our	identity.	Therefore	in	the	cultural	and	
"experiential"	fields	there	are	a	multiplicity	of	different	ratings,	referring	to	different	
portions	of	the	public:	the	ratings	of	the	New	York	Review	of	Books	and	of	the	London	
Review	of	Books	but	also	those	of	the	Jewish	Review	of	Books,	the	Catholic	Review	of	
Books,	Oprah’s	Book	Club	list,	and	yet	ever	more	finely	grained	niche	listings.	These	
ratings	give	an	orientation	not	so	much	to	know	the	world,	as	to	know	oneself	through	
the	experience	of	the	world:	a	given	novel,	but	also	tasting	certain	foods	or	wines	
(Hennion	2015)	serves	at	the	same	time	to	mark	the	membership	in	a	group	and	to	form	
one’s	own	identity	through	this	membership.		
	 As	was	the	case	for	pre-modern	rank	orders,	so	the	order	provided	by	rankings	
seems	to	become	an	indispensable	reference,	even	if	today’s	reference	point	is	always	
changing,	must	continually	be	updated,	and	contributes	to	rather	than	eliminates	
uncertainty	and	anxiety.	As	we	saw,	ratings	and	rankings	base	their	credibility	on	their	
ability	to	manage	and	use	contingency,	thereby	orienting	second-order	observation.	The	
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ordering	they	produce	is	not	(or	should	not	be)	arbitrary,	even	if	it	depends	on	
circumstances	and	is	generated	together	with	them.	The	order	of	the	ranking	helps	then	
to	organize	the	world,	the	relationships	with	others	and	with	things.	It	also	helps	to	
observe	oneself.	While	the	pre-modern	person	always	knew	who	he/she	was	and	what	
his/her	place	was,	privileged	or	not,	in	our	society	identity	is	increasingly	mobile	and	
negotiated,	a	source	of	ambitions	and	frustrations.	And	above	all,	it	must	always	be	
confirmed.		
	 Gary	Shteyngart’s	novel,	Super	Sad	True	Love	Story	(2011)	radicalizes	this	
condition	describing	a	world	in	which	everyone	is	wearing	a	device	(an	äppärät)	
continuously	producing	a	rating	that	can	also	be	read	by	others.	In	this	society	of	
rankings,	the	rating	is	crucial	for	constructing	a	reference	point,	revealed	when	the	crisis	
that	closes	the	novel	renders	the	äppärät	useless.	Without	the	guidance	provided	by	the	
rankings,	young	people	are	caught	in	the	grip	of	a	modern	form	of	deep	anomie,	some	
even	committing	suicide.	As	Shteyngart’s	narrator,	Louie,	observed	about	one	of	these	
young	suicides:	"One	wrote,	quite	eloquently,	about	how	he	‘reached	out	to	life,’	but	
found	there	only	‘walls	and	thoughts	and	faces,’	which	weren’t	enough.	He	needed	to	be	
ranked,	to	know	his	place	in	this	world”	(Shteyngart	2011:	270).	The	world	"out	there"	
offers	objects	(walls),	discourses	(thoughts),	and	relationships	with	others	(faces),	which	
are	not	enough	as	long	as	they	remain	references	for	first-order	observation.	Only	at	the	
second-order	do	they	become	significant	for	building	identity,	and	for	this	we	now	
apparently	need	ratings	and	rankings.	
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